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DRAGON CULT. MESOPOTAMIA - SOUTH CAUCASUS. 

TO THE QUESTION ABOUT SYMBOLISM OF THE «DRAGON MOTIF» IN THE CAUCASIAN 
CARPETS 

The earliest iconography of the dragon, as a mythical symbol of power, strength 
and immortality, was first recorded in Mesopotamian myths. The myths of ancient 
Babylon reflect religious and ideological polytheism, in which the dragon Mushussu was 
a symbol and personification of the supreme god Marduk. The most important properties 
of Marduk, which his dragon Mushussu possessed, were as follows: 

- LIFE SOURCE; 

- PROTECTION AGAINST EVIL (TALISMAN); 

- RESURRECTION OF THE DEAD (GIVES IMMORTALITY); 

- DETERMINES DESTINY 

As a result of military-political and cultural contacts of Mesopotamia with Anatolia and 
the South Caucasus through Iranian Azerbaijan - the symbolism and iconography of the 
dragon from the end of the 2nd millennium BC. e. spreads on the territory of the Iranian 
plateau and the South Caucasus. Archaeological artifacts of this period with the image of 
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a dragon were found in Eastern Anatolia (Hittites. Relief from Yazilikaya, a sanctuary at 
Hattusa), Iranian (Hasanlu, Ziwie) and Caucasian Azerbaijan (Nakhchivan. Kharabaghilan). 

The positive symbolism of the dragon, having a talismanic function, spreads in the 
ideology and folklore of the tribes of these regions. In their pantheistic ideology, the 
symbolism of the dragon takes on cosmogonic features: the Dragon combines 4 primary 
substances that make up life: 

WATER - meandering like a river - the body of a dragon with fish scales; 

EARTH - legs of a dragon - intended for walking on the earth; 

AIR - dragon wings - helping him fly in the sky; 

FIRE - Fiery breath escaping from the mouth of a dragon. 

The animistic belief in GOOD and EVIL spirits that was established during this 
period completes the cosmogonic model of the world based on the concept of primitive 
dualism. The conceptualization and cult dogmatization of the dragon ends with the 
assertion of the status of "good, protecting, setting fate and bringing good luck to the 
dragon". The symbolism of the Dragon takes on a pronounced ambivalent character: it is 
the source of life and at the same time the source of death. 

From the beginning of the 1st millennium BC. in eastern Anatolia, the South 
Caucasus, Central and East Asia, the process of ethnic consolidation of the Turkic 
nomadic tribes begins. Scythians then Xiongnu and later Blue (Heavenly) Turks create 
their nomadic empires. The dragon is becoming one of the key symbols of the sacred 
worldview and social hierarchy of society. 

The Turkic nomadic model of the world was based on the idea of the unity of the 
cosmos and the natural environment surrounding man. The dual model of the world was 
expressed in the unity of Heaven and Earth. The personification of heaven and earth was 
reflected in the idea of the inextricable unity of the Supreme heavenly god Tengri and his 
companion Yer-su (earth-water). At the same time, Tengri was the owner and donor of a 
special divine good called " kut' (sacred energy of the good, Mana). 

The concept of the unity of Heaven and Earth was projected onto the social life of 
society. In society, this union was personified by Kagan (Tengri) and Katun (Yer-su, 
Umay). The symbolism of the dragon acquired a dualistic character, possessing both 
sacred and social significance. 

The Turkic nomadic world was ruled by the union of a pair of rulers in the form of 
Kagan and Katun. In this union, Kagan personified Cosmos, the blue sky, called the God 
Tengri. Co-ruler of Kagan - Katun personified reproducing the fertility of the earth-water, 
broadcast to her by the goddess Yer-su (Umay). The symbolization and artistic 
interpretation of this "status quo" led to the emergence and canonization of the motive 
"Dragon and Simurgh". 

In the symbolism of the Turkic nomadic worldview, the Dragon and Simurgh 
personified the idea of dualism: heaven and earth, the supreme god and his wife- 
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goddess, the ruler of the state and his wife, co-ruler, man and woman. This dualism was 
presented as a guarantee of eternal harmonious life. The Turkic symbolism of this motive 
embraced concepts such as luck, prosperity, protection from evil and eternal life. 
Accordingly, the image of the "Dragon and Simurgh" motif on religious objects, weapons, 
utensils, jewelry and carpets - relay the sacred "kut' to their owner and served as a 
protective talisman. 

To the south of the Caucasus region and adjacent northwestern territories of the 
Iranian plateau, from the beginning of the 1st millennium BC The consolidation of Aryan 
tribes begins. The concept of primitive dualism among the Aryans takes the form of a 
doctrine - Zoroastrianism. The formation of Zoroastrian ideas about the struggle between 
the two principles and the role of the dragon and the simurgh in this struggle was 
influenced by the Eastern Anatolian beliefs of the ancient Hittites. The symbolism of the 
Hittite myths testifies to the connections of Zoroastrian mythology with the 
Mesopotamian religious and cultural tradition. At the same time, the idea of a dragon 
first appears here - the evil that the supreme god kills. In the Babylonian myth, Marduk 
only subjugates the dragon and turns him into an instrument of his cosmogonic activity. 

In Zoroastrianism, there is a reappraisal of the symbolism of the dragon. In 
accordance with the new, Avestian doctrine. The symbolism of the Avestan dragon (Azhi 
Dahaka) takes on frankly negative features. Whereas the prototype of Simurgh - 
Senmurv (dog-bird) is endowed with protective properties. 

The Avestan concept of the struggle between Good and Evil "turns" the dragon 
into one of the participants in this "cosmic battle" between Good and Evil. The 
personification of Good and Evil in the form of images of Simurgh and Dragon - 
completes the canonization of the symbolism of the Dragon's struggle with Simurgh. The 
presence of the context of the struggle in the motive clearly indicates the Aryan origin 
and symbolism of the motive. 

The military-political expansion of the Achaemenids into the South Caucasus and 
Central Asia leads to a partial and temporary approval of the Aryan concept of the 
struggle between Good and Evil and its personification in the motive "Dragon and 
Simurgh". 

The further confirmation of the negative symbolism of the dragon among the 
Aryans (farces) occurs in the Middle Ages. First, in folk tales, then in literature ("Shakh- 
nama" Firdousi), the final approval of the negative symbolism and mission of the dragon 
takes place. 

Two different concepts and the opposite symbolism of the relationship between 
the Dragon and Simurgh among the Turkic and Aryan peoples indicate the deep, religious 
and ideological contradictions that underlie the eternal confrontation between Iran and 
Turan. 


3 



Confrontation (struggle) or harmony (unity) of discourse in the "Dragon and 
Simurgh" motif can, with a large degree of objectivity, play the role of a cultural marker 
of South Caucasian (Turkic) or Iranian (Aryan) symbolism in this motive. 

The South Caucasian (Turkic) and Iranian (Aryan) ethnic groups retained their 
original symbolism of motive in their cultural archetypes. The Turkic archetype of this 
motif is largely preserved in folk art and folklore. Aryan, more preserved in secular, 
literary tradition and book illustration. 

In the Safavid era, in large palace rugs, the dragon motif is performed in three 
versions: In the first, the motif depicts the dragon's confrontation and struggle with a 
simurgh. Secondly, the Dragon and the simurgh are not depicted as fighting, but as 
peacefully coexisting and mutually complementary in the manner of the well-known Yin- 
Yang concept. In the third version, the motif depicts paired (heraldic) dragons without 
Simurgh. In this version, dragons confront the sacred "Tree of Life" in the form of a floral 
motif, "Shah Abbasi." 

In the South Caucasus (Turkic) cultural context, the "Dragon" motif is a kind, 
protective, bringing luck and prosperity mythical symbol of the sacred power of unity and 
harmony of the "upper" and "lower" worlds. The dragon symbolically unites in itself all 4 
basic natural elements - guaranteeing eternal life. 

In the Iranian (Aryan) cultural context, the motive "Simurgh and Dragon" 
personifies the personified Avestan struggle of Good and Evil, light and darkness, cosmos 
and chaos. 


Conclusion 

1. Not all images of the "Dragon and Simurgh" motif show struggle and opposition. 
If the struggle is visualized in the motive, it is "read" unambiguously and leaves no doubt 
about the semantics and symbolism of the characters of this struggle. 

2. The heraldic (mirror) image of dragons in front of the "Tree of Life" ("flower of 
life") is a sacred symbol of pantheistic dualism, uniting two opposite principles. The 
dichotomy of absolutely identical dragons is determined by their location near the "Tree" 
and specularity. 

3. The presence of the dragon motif on weapons, clothing, jewelry and carpets 
provided protection, luck and prosperity to their owners. 

4. Repeated repetition of the Dragon motif in the Caucasian carpets of the Safavid 
era - repeatedly strengthened the mystical protection of the ruler and symbolized his 
unlimited power. 
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The cultural influences (migrations) of the Mesopotamian civilization on the culture of the 
Caucasus were carried out through Eastern Anatolia and the ancient states of Manna, Media 
and Atropatene. These states were located in the historical territories where the ancestors 
of Azerbaijanis lived and were divided between Iran and Russia in 1828. 
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Stamp seal (oval conoid) with cultic scene 
late 8th - 6th century B.C. Chalcedony, blue. 
Mesopotamia. Assyro-Babylonian culture. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art 



Octagonal pyramidal seal. 6th-5th century B.C. 
Mesopotamia.Neo-Babylonian culture. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art 



BABYLONIAN DRAGON 
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Mushhushshu. Ancient Mesopotamian mythological Dragon 



Cylindrical Seal with Mushhushshu (Dragon). 

Middle 2nd millenium B.C. Azerbaijan. Nakhchivan. 

Ordubad district. Kharabaghylan area. Mardangol necropolis. 
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Cylindric seal. Qazvin (near Choga zambil), 
Iron Age III. ca 800-600 BCE 
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Scythian Bronze Pendant Dragon shaped 5th century BC 


Adam and Eve from a copy of the Falnama (Book of Omens) 
ascribed to Ja'far al-Sadiq ca. 1550. Safavid dynasty. 
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Caucasian Dragon Carpet. 

Safavid. 17th century. Brooklyn Museum 


SIMURGH & DRAGON. Short Sword (Yatagan). Attributed to Ahmed Tekelu. 
Turkey. Istanbul. CA 1525-30. Department of Islamic Art in the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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Anatolia. 15th century. Dragon and Simurgh... and no fight! 
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The Buccleuch Sanguszko Carpet (details) 























Caucasian Dragon carpet. Karabakh. 17th century. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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